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In this article we lay Debbie's research on the positioning of parents in relation to the 
school landscape alongside Bill's classroom work with Aboriginal parents. Our work 
challenges the view that parents are given place and voice in their children's schooling 
experiences. We question assumptions on which the term partnership is used with parents 
and argue that although many parents are positioned in marginalized ways in regard to 
their children's schooling, this situation is more pervasive for Aboriginal parents than for 
parents of the dominant culture. The narrative of Bill's home visit program and the telling 
of his home visit with Helen's mother create a new story of Aboriginal parental 
participation: a story that shifts thinking and practice. 
Dans cet article, nous jetons un regard à la fois sur la recherche de Debbie quant au rôle 
des parents dans le contexte du cadre scolaire et sur le travail que Bill a accompli en salle 
de classe avec des parents autochtones. Notre travail remet en question le point de vue 
selon lequel on accorde aux parents un rôle à jouer et une voix dans les expériences 
scolaires que vit leur enfant et nous contestons les hypothèses à base de l'emploi de 
l'expression "partenariat" pour décrire le rapport entre les parents et l'école. Alors que 
beaucoup de parents occupent des positions marginales dans le contexte éducationnel de 
leur enfant, cette situation se retrouve plus fréquemment chez les parents autochtones que 
chez les parents de la culture dominante. L'exposé que fait Bill de son programme de visites 
à domicile et son récit décrivant sa visite avec la mère d'Hélène créent une autre version de 
la participation des parents autochtones: une histoire qui offre une autre perspective sur les 
idées reçues et la pratique. 
Images of Parent Involvement 
P o s i t i o n e d as researchers, as educators i n schools , a n d as parents of schoo l -
aged c h i l d r e n , w e h o l d s t rong images of parent i n v o l v e m e n t . W e see parents 
there i n the a u d i e n c e b e a m i n g u p at their c h i l d r e n as they s ing , act, o r recite i n 
the a n n u a l C h r i s t m a s concert ; l i s t e n i n g at tent ively to the teacher's w o r d s as 
their c h i l d ' s progress is b e i n g d i s c u s s e d i n a parent-teacher conference; m a k i n g 
a n d s e l l i n g raffle tickets to raise f u n d s for n e w p l a y g r o u n d e q u i p m e n t ; s i t t ing 
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bes ide y o u n g c h i l d r e n l i s t e n i n g to them read ; a c c o m p a n y i n g s m a l l g r o u p s of 
c h i l d r e n as they m a k e their w a y t h r o u g h exhibi ts at the m u s e u m ; a n d c o o k i n g 
a n d d i s t r i b u t i n g hot d o g lunches to c h i l d r e n d u r i n g track a n d f i e ld d a y . A t the 
e lementary s c h o o l l eve l parents t y p i c a l l y laminate , p h o t o c o p y , fundra i se , at-
tend f i e l d t r ips , h e l p i n c lassrooms, read w i t h c h i l d r e n , a n d w o r k w i t h i n -
d i v i d u a l s tudents or s m a l l g r o u p s . M c G i l p a n d M i c h a e l (1994) categorize these 
k i n d s of parenta l i n v o l v e m e n t as " a u d i e n c e , spectators, f u n d raisers, a ides a n d 
o r g a n i z e r s " (p. 2). C a r r y i n g out the tasks the staff de termine to be n e e d e d is the 
c o m m o n story b e i n g l i v e d b y parents i n schools . A s a parent v o l u n t e e r i n her 
s o n C o h e n ' s ( p s e u d o n y m s are u s e d to protect the a n o n y m i t y of c h i l d r e n , 
parents , staff, a n d schools ; actual names are u s e d for o u r f a m i l y members ) 
e l e m e n t a r y c lassrooms, D e b b i e recalls b e g i n n i n g her v o l u n t e e r i n g b y a s k i n g 
C o h e n ' s teacher w h a t she w o u l d l ike her to d o . W h e n e v e r g i v e n a choice of task 
D e b b i e cons is tent ly r e s p o n d e d b y a s k i n g the teacher w h a t w o u l d h e l p her the 
most . T h e s tory of parenta l i n v o l v e m e n t is a w e l l - k n o w n a n d wel l - rehearsed 
s tory . B o t h teachers a n d parents assume their character roles eas i ly a n d c o n -
t i n u e to r e l i v e the same p l o t l ine . 
In the charac ter iza t ion of teachers a n d parents i n this p lot l ine , teachers are 
often cast as the protagonis ts , the p r i n c i p a l per formers w h o advocate for c o n -
d i t i o n s that s u p p o r t a n d encourage the l e a r n i n g a n d d e v e l o p m e n t of their 
s tudents . Parents are often cast as antagonists , b e i n g seen as d o i n g , o r not 
d o i n g , th ings that interfere w i t h the quest of the protagonis t to enhance learn-
i n g . Parents m o s t cer ta in to be cast as antagonists are those w h o d o not meet 
the w h i t e , m i d d l e - c l a s s va lues a n d expectat ions of the school sys tem ( M c C a l e b , 
1994). In s u c h a charac ter iza t ion e m p h a s i s is p laced o n the e d u c a t i o n of 
parents . K e l l a g h a n , S loane, A l v a r e z , a n d B l o o m (1993) see these e d u c a t i o n 
p r o g r a m s f a l l i n g in to four types : f a m i l y s u p p o r t , parent e d u c a t i o n (relat ing to 
the school ) , p a r e n t h o o d e d u c a t i o n (relat ing to the home) , a n d parent i n v o l v e -
m e n t / parent p a r t i c i p a t i o n . 
T h e first type , f a m i l y s u p p o r t p r o g r a m s , genera l ly inc lude s n u t r i t i o n , hea l th 
care, a n d soc ia l services c o m p o n e n t s . "These p r o g r a m s recognize that for 
m a n y fami l ies the f irst step t o w a r d i m p r o v i n g h o m e c o n d i t i o n s for c h i l d r e n ' s 
c o g n i t i v e d e v e l o p m e n t is to meet the f a m i l y ' s basic p h y s i c a l , e c o n o m i c , a n d 
soc ia l n e e d s " ( K e l l a g h a n et a l . , 1993, p . 85). A l t h o u g h w e have not l i v e d the 
s tory of f a m i l y s u p p o r t p r o g r a m s in o u r pos i t ions as parents, w e l i v e d that 
s tory as a teacher or a p r i n c i p a l . D e b b i e remembers m a k i n g cal ls to socia l a n d 
c o m m u n i t y agencies to get w i n t e r c l o t h i n g for c h i l d r e n w h o came to school i n 
the w i n t e r w e a r i n g s p r i n g jackets a n d w i t h bare feet i n r u b b e r boots. B i l l 
r e m e m b e r s s p e a k i n g to h is p r i n c i p a l about a c h i l d i n his c lassroom w h o l i v e d 
i n a s i t u a t i o n w h e r e the basic necessities of l ife were b e i n g p r o v i d e d s p o r a d i -
ca l ly to request assistance a n d s u p p o r t f r o m M i ' k m a q F a m i l y Services. A l -
t h o u g h the c h i l d r e n a n d the s i tuat ions m a y be di f ferent i n the stories b e i n g 
l i v e d at o u r c h i l d r e n ' s schools , it is certain that f a m i l y s u p p o r t is b e i n g p r o -
v i d e d . 
Parent e d u c a t i o n p r o g r a m s , the second type o u t l i n e d b y K e l l a g h a n et a l . 
(1993), "concentrate o n the role of parents as partners i n their c h i l d r e n ' s e d u c a -
t i o n a n d at tempt to alter some aspect of parenta l k n o w l e d g e , att i tudes, or 
b e h a v i o r s , w i t h a v i e w to i m p r o v i n g c h i l d r e n ' s cogni t ive a n d school per for -
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m a n c e " (p. 85). A t C o h e n ' s school a session on l i teracy offered for parents of 
k i n d e r g a r t e n a n d grade 1 students falls in to this s tory l ine . In this session a 
dis tr ic t r e a d i n g special is t spoke to parents about s u c h matters as r e a d i n g to 
their c h i l d r e n e v e r y d a y , e n g a g i n g in o p e n - e n d e d conversa t ion , and creat ing 
an awareness of e n v i r o n m e n t a l pr in t . 
T h e t h i r d category, p a r e n t h o o d e d u c a t i o n , " i s d e s i g n e d to h e l p parents or 
p r o s p e c t i v e parents learn about c h i l d rear ing a n d c h i l d d e v e l o p m e n t p r i n -
c i p l e s " ( K e l l a g h a n et a l . , 1993, p . 85). A session o n L i o n ' s Q u e s t Sk i l l s for 
G r o w i n g , a p r o s o c i a l s k i l l s p r o g r a m sponsored b y B i l l ' s son R a y m o n d ' s 
e lementary s c h o o l fits i n t o this t h i r d story l ine . Teachers f r o m the school 
presented to parents a session focused o n the beliefs a n d premises of p r o s o c i a l 
sk i l l s . 
T h e f o u r t h type , parent i n v o l v e m e n t a n d parent p a r t i c i p a t i o n p r o g r a m s , 
" t e n d to be d i rec ted b y the school a n d attempt to i n v o l v e parents in school 
act ivit ies a n d / o r teach parents speci f ic sk i l l s a n d strategies for teaching or 
r e i n f o r c i n g s c h o o l tasks at h o m e " ( K e l l a g h a n et a l . , 1993, p . 85). A session 
D e b b i e a t tended at C o h e n ' s school o n s t u d y sk i l l s is a n e x a m p l e . A s part of a 
s c h o o l c o u n c i l m e e t i n g t w o of the teaching staff spoke about the use of an 
agenda b o o k , the creat ion of a n e n v i r o n m e n t c o n d u c i v e to d o i n g h o m e w o r k , 
a n d the o r g a n i z a t i o n of t ime a n d mater ia ls . 
A l l these act ivi t ies te l l a s tory of h o w i n parent e d u c a t i o n parents are b e i n g 
p o s i t i o n e d as def i c i t a n d off the landscape of schools : their presence s e e m i n g l y 
i n v i s i b l e i n the narrat ives b e i n g c o m p o s e d . In a n d of themselves the activit ies 
descr ibed are g o o d a n d w i t h g o o d intent ions . It is interest ing to ask t h o u g h 
w h o s e a g e n d a is b e i n g served a n d w h y . In each instance the p u r p o s e of the 
agenda w a s to fur ther the school 's m i s s i o n to enhance s tudent l e a r n i n g . In each 
instance the service or the session w a s d e l i v e r e d b y school p e r s o n n e l or profes-
s ionals i n a s u p p o r t f i e l d . W e w o n d e r about the a s s u m p t i o n s that u n d e r l i e a n 
agenda that is u n i d i r e c t i o n a l i n its intent ions . 
A c o m p r e h e n s i v e parent i n v o l v e m e n t f r a m e w o r k d e v e l o p e d b y E p s t e i n 
(1995) appears to perpetuate the same story. E p s t e i n out l ines six types of 
parenta l i n v o l v e m e n t that reflect the roles M c G i l p a n d M i c h a e l (1994) i d e n t i f y , 
as w e l l as the p a r e n t i n g focus e m p h a s i z e d b y K e l l a g h a n et a l . (1993). She 
describes the roles parents p l a y as p a r e n t i n g , c o m m u n i c a t i n g , v o l u n t e e r i n g , 
l e a r n i n g at h o m e , d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g , a n d c o l l a b o r a t i n g w i t h the c o m m u n i t y . 
T h i n k i n g of E p s t e i n ' s (1995) d e l i n e a t i o n of the six roles parents p l a y i n 
schools , w e search for m e m o r i e s that tell of o u r experiences as parents i n v o l v e d 
w i t h o u r c h i l d r e n ' s s c h o o l i n g . B i l l ' s experience i n the p a r e n t h o o d session, 
w h e r e he is the pass ive rec ipient of i n f o r m a t i o n o n h o w this p r o s o c i a l sk i l l s 
p r o g r a m w o r k s a n d the effect it s h o u l d have o n his c h i l d r e n , speaks to his 
i n v o l v e m e n t i n a t t e n d i n g a parenting w o r k s h o p . Images of communicating come 
to m i n d as w e share stories w i t h each other of Debbie ' s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n C o h e n ' s 
s tudent - l ed conferences, or of her r e a d i n g his class newsletters or school 
newslet ter . O t h e r images come to m i n d as B i l l tells of his attendance at 
R a y m o n d ' s M e e t the Teacher n i g h t or of his efforts d u r i n g a n after-school 
m e e t i n g to h a v e h is d a u g h t e r A l l e y ' s teacher recognize h i s concerns about 
A l l e y ' s r e a d i n g d e v e l o p m e n t . W e earl ier created images of volunteering as w e 
spoke of l i s t e n i n g to y o u n g c h i l d r e n read, of a t t ending f i e ld tr ips , of m a k i n g 
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a n d s e l l i n g raffle t ickets, of c o o k i n g a n d d i s t r i b u t i n g hot d o g lunches , a l l 
act ivi t ies w e h a v e been engaged i n as parent vo lunteers . T h i n k i n g about 
D e b b i e ' s a t tendance at the s t u d y sk i l l s session, w e see her i n v o l v e d i n w o r k i n g 
to enhance her son's learning at home. Bo th of us have been i n v o l v e d i n o u r 
c h i l d r e n ' s s c h o o l c o u n c i l s . S o m e of the decision-making Debbie recalls b e i n g 
i n v o l v e d i n as a n execut ive m e m b e r of the school c o u n c i l i n c l u d e s dec is ions 
about s tudent a g e n d a b o o k s , school t-shirts, the parent h a n d b o o k , a n d 
f u n d r a i s i n g events . B i l l ' s i n p u t in to d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g t h r o u g h his at tendance at 
s c h o o l c o u n c i l meet ings i n c l u d e s m a k i n g a suggest ion to i n c l u d e a D e p a r t m e n t 
of E d u c a t i o n W e b site address that p r o v i d e s parents w i t h i n f o r m a t i o n o n 
s c h o o l p r o g r a m s i n a h a n d o u t d e v e l o p e d b y the school for parents . R e c a l l i n g 
experiences i n w h i c h w e w e r e collaborating with the community is harder . W e 
w o n d e r if D e b b i e ' s effort a r r a n g i n g for P a r k s and Recreat ion to lead act ivit ies 
at C o h e n ' s school ' s f a m i l y barbecue w o u l d fal l in to this role. W e w o n d e r if 
B i l l ' s i n v o l v e m e n t w i t h the D r u g A w a r e n e s s Resistance E d u c a t i o n ( D A R E ) 
p r o g r a m s p o n s o r e d b y the R C M P w o u l d fa l l into this role . The in tent ion , 
t h r o u g h E p s t e i n ' s m o d e l of parent i n v o l v e m e n t , is to forge s t r o n g s c h o o l - f a m i -
l y - c o m m u n i t y p a r t n e r s h i p s . W e are s truck by the fact that w e are i n v o l v e d i n 
m o s t if no t a l l of the parent i n v o l v e m e n t roles E p s t e i n out l ines , a n d yet w e are 
not f ee l ing l i k e par tners in o u r c h i l d r e n ' s schools . W e cont inue to feel i n o u r 
roles as parents as p o s i t i o n e d i n subservient a n d re la t ive ly u n i m p o r t a n t w a y s 
w i t h r e g a r d to teach ing a n d l e a r n i n g . In o u r roles as parents w e c o n t i n u e to feel 
p o s i t i o n e d off the landscape of s c h o o l i n g . 
Benson ' s (1999) w o r k a f f i r m s o u r feelings of b e i n g p o s i t i o n e d off the 
landscape of s c h o o l i n g as parents . B e n s o n focused o n r e c o r d i n g a n d e m p h a s i z -
i n g the p e r s o n a l k n o w l e d g e a n d voice of parents about the school sys tem. She 
w r i t e s , 
As the stories were collected the picture of "how it is for parents" became 
clearer. The education ministry rhetoric of "parents as partners" was generally 
not what was being played out at the school level. Or as stated by Lewington 
and O r p w o o d (1995), "Partnership is the overworked word of the day, as 
education leaders attempt to demonstrate their willingness to move beyond the 
historic divide of ' them' and 'us' that separates parents and teachers. But in the 
experience of some parents, the paradox of education is that, in practice, the 
system is resistant as ever to building real bridges to the outside w o r l d . " (p. 6) 
W h e n w e first read Epste in ' s (1995) w o r k , w e were encouraged b y her 
at tent ion to fami l ies . W e h o p e d that this attention s ignaled an e x p l o r a t i o n of 
p a r t n e r s h i p s . Y e t w e s a w the t y p i c a l par tnersh ip b e i n g preserved . 
The way schools care about children is reflected in the way schools care about 
the children's families. If educators view children simply as students, they are 
likely to see the family as separate from the school. That is, the family is 
expected to do its job and leave the education of children to the schools. If 
educators view students as children, they are likely to see both the family and 
the community as partners wi th the school in children's education and 
development. Partners recognize their shared interests in and responsibilities 
for children, and they work together to create better programs and 
opportunities for students, (p. 11) 
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E d u c a t o r s at C o h e n ' s , R a y m o n d ' s , a n d A l l e y ' s schools d o not bel ieve that 
w e s h o u l d leave o u r c h i l d r e n ' s s c h o o l i n g sole ly to teachers. W e are asked to 
read at h o m e w i t h o u r c h i l d r e n , to practice s p e l l i n g w o r d s a n d m a t h facts, to 
s i g n a g e n d a b o o k s each d a y , to assist w i t h h o m e w o r k ass ignments , and to 
v o l u n t e e r . W e b e l i e v e o u r i n v o l v e m e n t enhances o u r c h i l d r e n ' s o p p o r t u n i t i e s 
for l e a r n i n g . W e d o not be l ieve these roles m a k e us partners w i t h their schools . 
W e d o not be l ieve these roles p o s i t i o n us o n the landscape of their schools . The 
a g e n d a is set b y the schoo l , a n d w e serve that agenda . W e receive i n f o r m a t i o n 
f r o m the schools about o u r c h i l d r e n a n d their p r o g r a m s ; w e are rare ly asked to 
g i v e i n f o r m a t i o n . W h a t D e b b i e k n o w s as C o h e n ' s mother , w h a t B i l l k n o w s as 
R a y m o n d ' s a n d A l l e y ' s father, a n d h o w the schools c o u l d l e a r n f r o m w h a t w e 
k n o w is not a r e c o g n i z e d part of the agenda . C o h e n , R a y m o n d , a n d A l l e y are 
p o s i t i o n e d o n the landscape of s c h o o l i n g outs ide their fami l ies . 
In E p s t e i n ' s (1995) m o d e l , i n a l l the m o d e l s descr ibed i n the w o r k of M c G i l p 
a n d M i c h a e l (1994) a n d K e l l a g h a n , et a l . (1993), a n d in h o w parents are asked 
to w o r k i n schools , k n o w l e d g e , voice , a n d d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g rest w i t h e d u c a -
tors. T h e parents ' ro le is to s u p p o r t schools i n r e a l i z i n g their goal of i m p r o v e d 
s tudent a c h i e v e m e n t t h r o u g h p o s i t i v e p a r e n t i n g at h o m e , t h r o u g h h o m e s u p -
p o r t of a n d assistance w i t h c h i l d r e n ' s s c h o o l w o r k , a n d t h r o u g h v o l u n t e e r w o r k 
d o n e at s c h o o l . T h e schoo ls ' v i e w seems to be one of "seek[ing] to de termine 
w h a t parents can d o for teachers, rather t h a n w h a t schools can d o for f a m i l i e s " 
( C a i r n e y & M u n s i e , 1992, p . 5). 
Looking Beyond These Images 
These i m a g e s of parent i n v o l v e m e n t d e v e l o p a sense of some unstated a s s u m p -
t ions inherent i n h o w parents are i n v o l v e d i n s c h o o l i n g : a s s u m p t i o n s about 
roles , r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , p o w e r , a n d c o n t r o l . K e l l a g h a n et a l . (1993) bel ieve a 
p r e v a l e n t a s s u m p t i o n h e l d i n e d u c a t i o n before the 1970s w a s that school c u l -
ture a n d e n v i r o n m e n t were s u p e r i o r to h o m e cul ture a n d e n v i r o n m e n t i n 
s i tuat ions w h e r e schools w e r e located i n other than w h i t e , m i d d l e - c l a s s c o m -
m u n i t i e s . T h e y be l ieve that a t rans i t ion took place f r o m this "de f i c i t m o d e l " to 
a " c u l t u r a l d i f ference m o d e l " w h e r e it w a s recognized that school e n v i r o n m e n t 
a n d c u l t u r e w e r e di f ferent f r o m the h o m e , but not s u p e r i o r to it. W e w o n d e r 
h o w these t w o m o d e l s are l i v e d i n current practice. 
C a i r n e y a n d M u n s i e (1992) express concern about the f o l l o w i n g m y t h s h e l d 
i n re la t ion to p a r e n t a l i n v o l v e m e n t : some parents are not interested i n their 
c h i l d r e n ' s e d u c a t i o n ; m i d d l e - c l a s s parents are better parents ; it is d i f f i c u l t to 
get parents i n v o l v e d ; y o u o n l y get the parents y o u d o not need to see; parents 
d o n o t h a v e the expert ise n e e d e d to facilitate their c h i l d r e n ' s l e a r n i n g . These 
m y t h s a ddress def i c i t a n d c u l t u r a l dif ference m o d e l s as w e l l as h i g h l i g h t i n g 
other a s s u m p t i o n s . W h e n parents are not engaged i n s c h o o l i n g act ivi t ies , the 
a s s u m p t i o n is that faul t rests w i t h the parent rather than w i t h h o w the school 
invi tes i n v o l v e m e n t . B e l i e v i n g that there are some parents w h o m schools d o 
not n e e d to see is based o n an a s s u m p t i o n that a p a r t n e r s h i p is n e e d e d o n l y 
w i t h parents w h o d o not c o n f o r m to the school 's agenda rather than w i t h a l l 
parents . B e l i e v i n g that parents d o not have sk i l l s to assist i n their c h i l d r e n ' s 
l e a r n i n g assumes that parents ' w a y s of k n o w i n g are of lesser v a l u e than those 
of experts or p r o f e s s i o n a l l y t ra ined people . T w o m a i n a s s u m p t i o n s in m a n y 
schools seem to p r e v a i l : "parents have o n l y a l i m i t e d r e s p o n s i b i l i t y i n re la t ion 
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to their c h i l d r e n as learners [and] . . . the school is the site of the ' m a i n g a m e ' " 
( C a i r n e y & M u n s i e , 1992, p . 1). 
Focusing on Aboriginal Parents 
A l t h o u g h m a n y parents are p o s i t i o n e d i n m a r g i n a l i z e d w a y s i n r e g a r d to their 
c h i l d r e n ' s s c h o o l i n g , this s i t u a t i o n is he ightened for A b o r i g i n a l parents , for 
w h o m the r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h schools is at best exc lus ionary a n d at w o r s t host i le 
( C u m m i n s , 1996). 
A b o r i g i n a l parents are often s tor ied as " d i f f i c u l t " w h e n they are advocates 
for their c h i l d r e n or as " a p a t h e t i c " or " u n c o o p e r a t i v e " b y teachers a n d a d m i n -
istrators w h e n they d o not become i n v o l v e d . " A b o r i g i n a l parents, t h r o u g h 
their n o n p a r t i c i p a t i o n , are h e l d p a r t l y responsib le for the o v e r w h e l m i n g l y 
negat ive statistics c o n c e r n i n g A b o r i g i n a l e d u c a t i o n w i t h o u t a c o m p r e h e n s i v e 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the reasons for the p h e n o m e n o n " (Fr iedel , 1999, p . 139). 
Statistics i n the l i terature p a i n t a b leak p ic ture of the A b o r i g i n a l p u b l i c school 
exper ience . F o r t y percent of A b o r i g i n a l s tudents d r o p out d u e to teachers' l o w 
expectat ions , p o o r t r a c k i n g of the progress of First N a t i o n s tudents , few N a t i v e 
teachers as m e n t o r s a n d role m o d e l s , a n d a d i s r e g a r d by p u b l i c schools for 
d i v e r s i t y i n course content a n d assessment s tandards (Cleary & Peacock, 1997). 
W h e n s tudents h a v e experiences l i k e these that cause s igni f i cant n u m b e r s to 
leave s c h o o l , it is n o w o n d e r there are l o w levels of p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n schools b y 
A b o r i g i n a l parents . 
P u b l i c schools are a l i en to m a n y A b o r i g i n a l people , b o t h c h i l d r e n a n d 
a d u l t s , because they d o not c u l t u r a l l y fit w i t h their experiences at h o m e and i n 
their c o m m u n i t i e s . P u b l i c schools d o not encourage A b o r i g i n a l core va lues of 
s h a r i n g , of b e i n g other-centered, of h a r m o n y w i t h nature , of noninterference , 
of pat ience , of c i r c u l a r t ime, of n o n c o n f r o n t a t i o n , or of a b r o a d v i e w of f a m i l y 
( C o g g i n s , W i l l i a m s , & R a d i n , 1997). 
Because of di f ferences be tween the d o m i n a n t w h i t e , m i d d l e - c l a s s cu l ture 
a n d the A b o r i g i n a l c u l t u r e , p u b l i c schools r e m a i n c losed to A b o r i g i n a l parents 
(Fr iede l , 1999). A d m i n i s t r a t o r s a n d teachers act a c c o r d i n g to m y t h s that they 
be l ieve about parent i n v o l v e m e n t . W h e n N a t i v e parents d o not attend school 
events ; w h e n they d o not m a k e or keep a p p o i n t m e n t s for parent-teacher c o n -
ferences; w h e n they are resistant to a t t ending specif ic meet ings about their 
c h i l d ' s progress , b e h a v i o r , or attendance, educators assume " N a t i v e parents 
d o n ' t care . " Parents are b l a m e d for their lack of attendance. E d u c a t o r s s e l d o m 
ask w h y parents d o not at tend or about w h a t they c o u l d d o d i f ferent ly to inv i te 
A b o r i g i n a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n . 
W h e n N a t i v e parents d o not parent in w h i t e , m i d d l e - c l a s s w a y s , they are 
often c r i t i c i z e d for b e i n g negl igent about accepted prac t i ces—l ike b e d t i m e 
rout ines , h o m e w o r k , or w o r k ethic. In parent-teacher or case conferences, 
parents are b l a m e d — a n d s h a m e d ( G o r m a n , persona l c o m m u n i c a t i o n , 2000)— 
for their N a t i v e w a y s of k n o w i n g , be ing , a n d d o i n g ( T o m p k i n s , 2003). E d u c a -
tors s e l d o m engage, m e t a p h o r i c a l l y s p e a k i n g , in " ' t r a v e l i n g ' be tween 
' w o r l d s ' " (Lugones , 1987, p . 11). S u c h t r a v e l i n g w o u l d require educators to 
enter A b o r i g i n a l parents ' w o r l d s , to see A b o r i g i n a l parents t h r o u g h A b o r i g i n a l 
parents ' eyes, to at tend to A b o r i g i n a l parents ' o w n sense of themselves f r o m 
w i t h i n A b o r i g i n a l parents ' w o r l d s , a n d to attend to A b o r i g i n a l parents ' c o n -
s t r u c t i o n of educators f r o m w i t h i n A b o r i g i n a l parents ' w o r l d s . O n l y as w e 
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t r a v e l to the other 's w o r l d can w e i d e n t i f y w i t h one another a n d " u n d e r s t a n d 
w h a t it is to be t h e m a n d w h a t it is to be ourse lves i n their eyes " (p. 17). 
D e b b i e recalls a n experience f r o m her o w n s c h o o l i n g i n a r u r a l c o m m u n i t y 
i n n o r t h e r n A l b e r t a . D u r i n g a w i n t e r c o l d spe l l , a n outbreak of lice was 
r e p o r t e d i n the s c h o o l c o m m u n i t y . In her c l a s s r o o m c h i l d r e n of the d o m i n a n t -
class f a r m f a m i l i e s w e r e g i v e n a thick , s t r o n g - s m e l l i n g , m e d i c a t e d substance to 
take h o m e w i t h a n a c c o m p a n y i n g note to parents e x p l a i n i n g h o w to use this 
substance i n the s h a m p o o i n g of their c h i l d r e n ' s ha i r . A l l the A b o r i g i n a l c h i l d -
r e n w e r e t a k e n to the p u m p r o o m w h e r e the caretaker 's large i n d u s t r i a l s ink 
w a s located, a n d the teacher cut their l o n g h a i r short a n d then s h a m p o o e d their 
heads w i t h the l ice treatment. If the teacher h a d at that m o m e n t t raveled to the 
A b o r i g i n a l parents ' w o r l d s , w h a t m i g h t she h a v e learned about w h a t it is to be 
them? W h a t m i g h t she h a v e l earned about w h a t it is to be herself i n their eyes? 
W h a t m i g h t she h a v e l earned about roles, r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , p o w e r , a n d c o n t r o l i n 
a s c h o o l landscape? W h a t m i g h t she have l earned about l i v i n g i n the m a r g i n s 
of a landscape? 
S t a n d i n g i n j u d g m e n t of A b o r i g i n a l parents , b l a m i n g a n d s h a m i n g t h e m for 
h o w they are or are not i n v o l v e d i n their c h i l d r e n ' s s c h o o l experiences c o n -
t inues to keep A b o r i g i n a l parents i n the m a r g i n s of the school landscape . 
P e r h a p s to b e g i n to address this m a r g i n a l i z a t i o n a core q u e s t i o n to be asked is 
H o w d o p u b l i c schools w i t h F irs t N a t i o n s p o p u l a t i o n s facilitate the p a r t i c i p a -
t i o n of A b o r i g i n a l parents i n the p u b l i c school experience of their c h i l d r e n i n 
fair , m e a n i n g f u l , respect ful , a n d c u l t u r a l l y re levant w a y s ? A s tory of B i l l ' s 
exper ience as a teacher i n a F i rs t N a t i o n s c o m m u n i t y helps us b e g i n to see 
poss ib i l i t i es for s u c h m e a n i n g f u l p a r t i c i p a t i o n b y A b o r i g i n a l parents. 
A Practice of Possibility: Bill's Story of Home Visits 
I r e m e m b e r m y first i m p r e s s i o n of Fort L i a r d as it came into v i e w f r o m the 
w i n d o w of the s m a l l f ive-seater aircraft that w a s about to depos i t me 
there. I w a s i n a w e of the place; so i so la ted . It w a s l i k e n o t h i n g I h a d ever 
seen before; a s m a l l c o l l e c t i o n of h o m e s a n d b u i l d i n g s s u r r o u n d e d b y 
count less k i l o m e t e r s of forest a n d m o u n t a i n s . I w a s excited a n d n e r v o u s , 
not k n o w i n g w h a t to expect a n d u n s u r e of h o w I w o u l d h a n d l e m y first 
t eaching ass ignment . In 1989, For t L i a r d , a D e n e C o m m u n i t y i n the 
N o r t h w e s t Terr i tor ies , w a s a s m a l l t o w n of 500 people , w i t h a l l the homes 
i n close p r o x i m i t y to the schoo l . 
A s a n e w teacher to E c h o D e n e S c h o o l , a n d as m a n d a t e d b y the L o c a l 
E d u c a t i o n A u t h o r i t y ( L E A ) , I w a s faced w i t h the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of v i s i t i n g 
the h o m e s of s tudents w h o w o u l d be in m y c l a s s r o o m at the b e g i n n i n g of 
the s c h o o l year . T h i s t r a d i t i o n , s t rongly encouraged b y the L E A , w a s a re-
sponse b y the c o m m u n i t y to a s i t u a t i o n i n w h i c h teacher t u r n o v e r w a s ex-
t r e m e l y h i g h . U s u a l l y teachers were i n a n d out of the c o m m u n i t y i n one 
or t w o years . It is m y u n d e r s t a n d i n g that the L E A establ ished this p o l i c y 
because it w a s felt teachers n e w to the c o m m u n i t y n e e d e d to become 
f a m i l i a r w i t h s tudents a n d their fami l ies q u i c k l y . Second, a l l teachers w e r e 
f r o m other parts of the c o u n t r y , u s u a l l y one or t w o years out of u n i v e r s i t y , 
w i t h n o k n o w l e d g e of l i fe i n a s m a l l , isolated n o r t h e r n v i l l age . The h o m e 
vis i ts w e r e a q u i c k a n d effective w a y of h e l p i n g teachers b e g i n to ap-
preciate the n e w e n v i r o n m e n t i n w h i c h they f o u n d themselves . 
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A s I reflect o n those encounters w i t h fami l ies at their homes o v e r m y 
e ight years i n For t L i a r d , I real ize that I learned a great dea l about the 
c h i l d r e n . M o s t h o m e s I v i s i t e d w e r e p l a i n d w e l l i n g s w i t h t w o or three 
b e d r o o m s . S o m e c h i l d r e n l i v e d i n s m a l l houses w i t h w o o d heat. A l l the 
h o m e s w e r e i n close p r o x i m i t y to the school a n d a l l the c h i l d r e n w a l k e d to 
class e v e r y d a y . The s c h o o l itself w a s a re la t ive ly n e w b u i l d i n g w i t h a l l 
the ameni t ies . 
W h i l e w a l k i n g a r o u n d the n e i g h b o r h o o d , I w a s g u i d e d b y Jane 
T i m b r e , one of the local people w h o w o r k e d at the school . Jane h a d a l o n g 
h i s t o r y i n the c o m m u n i t y as a leader a n d i n the school as a s tudent p r o -
g r a m assistant. W i t h the benefi t of her experience a n d stories of fami l ies , I 
w a s able to g a i n f i r s t -hand k n o w l e d g e about the c h i l d r e n a n d their h o m e 
l ives . A s w e m a d e o u r w a y f r o m house to house , m e e t i n g parents a n d 
c h i l d r e n , Jane w o u l d speak of the students l i v i n g there, s h a r i n g her stories 
of p a r t i c u l a r fami l i es . I w a s able to create a h i s tory , a narrat ive , that I 
c o u l d p u t to each face i n the c lassroom on the first m o r n i n g of s choo l . 
D u r i n g m y first year I somet imes v i s i t e d w i t h parents of s tudents w h o 
w e r e h a v i n g d i f f i c u l t i e s . A l m o s t a l w a y s Jane w o u l d come w i t h m e as a 
w e l l - r e s p e c t e d a n d trusted p e r s o n i n the c o m m u n i t y . O n the other h a n d , I 
o c c u p i e d a d i f ferent place o n the c o m m u n i t y a n d s c h o o l landscape . I w a s 
" f r o m a w a y , " w h i t e , m a l e , a p e r s o n to be w a r y of. The trust of fami l ies 
w a s s o m e t h i n g I w o u l d have to earn over the years I was teaching i n For t 
L i a r d . 
A s t i m e passed , I became comfor tab le e n o u g h to m a k e h o m e vis i ts o n 
m y o w n . M o r e a n d m o r e I came to see the v a l u e of parents ' k n o w l e d g e 
( P u s h o r , 2001). E s t a b l i s h i n g r e g u l a r c o m m u n i c a t i o n w i t h parents became 
a n integra l par t of m y pract ice . For e ight years I g r e w to k n o w famil ies o n 
the reserve a n d they came to k n o w m e . These famil ies became m y n e i g h -
bors a n d f r iends , p e o p l e w i t h w h o m I h u n t e d , boated, t raveled in the 
b u s h , w a t c h e d h o c k e y , feasted, g r i e v e d , a n d shared every aspect of c o m -
m u n i t y l i fe . 
M y exper iences of s c h o o l shared w i t h fami l ies i n Fort L i a r d p r o d u c e d 
close re la t ionsh ips a n d , v e r y often for me, a s t rong sense of p u r p o s e , ac-
c o m p l i s h m e n t , a n d sat isfact ion. I felt v e r y connected to students a n d their 
f ami l i e s , a n d these p o s i t i v e feel ings further fueled m y desire to b u i l d re la -
t i o n s h i p s . D u r i n g m y years i n For t L i a r d I became c o n v i n c e d that estab-
l i s h i n g c o m m u n i c a t i o n w i t h the h o m e a n d accessing a parents ' 
k n o w l e d g e about their c h i l d were cr i t ical e lements i n m y teaching prac-
tice. T h e teacher I w a s w h e n I a r r i v e d i n Fort L i a r d w a s not the teacher I 
w a s w h e n I left e ight years later. M y ident i ty h a d shi f ted . I n o longer s a w 
m y s e l f as w o r k i n g a lone w i t h c h i l d r e n i n a c lassroom, the p r i m a r y h o l d e r 
of k n o w l e d g e r e g a r d i n g teaching a n d l e a r n i n g . I n o w s a w m y s e l f w o r k i n g 
w i t h parents , p l a c i n g their vo ice a n d their k n o w l e d g e of teaching a n d 
l e a r n i n g a l o n g s i d e m y o w n i n the c lassroom. 
In 1998 I f o u n d m y s e l f back i n N o v a Scotia, teaching grade 4 i n a 
p r i m a r y to grade 6 s choo l . The p o p u l a t i o n served b y this school (75% 
w h i t e , w h i l e the r e m a i n i n g students were of M i ' k m a q ancestry) w a s v e r y 
di f ferent f r o m Fort L i a r d . The school c o m m u n i t y also d i f fered d r a m a t i c a l -
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ly f r o m F o r t L i a r d i n terms of geography , s e r v i n g a m u c h larger area. V i s i t -
i n g h o m e s w o u l d be a greater chal lenge log is t i ca l ly a n d thus m o r e t ime-
c o n s u m i n g . 
A s the 1998 academic year started, I h a d to dec ide w h e t h e r I w o u l d 
a d o p t the pract ice of m a k i n g h o m e vis i ts . U n l i k e i n Fort L i a r d w h e r e per-
s o n a l contact w i t h parents w a s e n c o u r a g e d , I expected the p o s i t i o n i n g of 
teachers a n d parents i n re la t ion to each other to be w e l l d e f i n e d a n d v e r y 
di f ferent f r o m F o r t L i a r d . I expected to f i n d teachers s p e a k i n g to parents 
at parent- teacher conferences or w h e n the school w a s e x p e r i e n c i n g di f -
f icul t ies w i t h a c h i l d b e h a v i o r a l l y a n d / o r a c a d e m i c a l l y . I expected a h o m e 
v i s i t b y a teacher or a n a d m i n i s t r a t o r w o u l d be a rare occurrence. W i t h 
this i n m i n d I h a d to dec ide if I w a s g o i n g to m a k e h o m e vis i t s a n d if so, 
w h e t h e r I w o u l d v i s i t just the Reserve or v i s i t a l l the famil ies of m y s t u -
dents . A s I m u l l e d over this s i tua t ion I w o n d e r e d w h a t m y p r i n c i p a l 
w o u l d t h i n k a b o u t s u c h an enterprise f r o m one of his n e w teachers. I 
w o n d e r e d h o w m y col leagues w o u l d react. 
In the e n d I d e c i d e d I w o u l d m a k e h o m e vis i ts a n d that I w o u l d v is i t 
a l l m y s t u d e n t s ' h o m e s , N a t i v e a n d n o n - N a t i v e . H a v i n g contact w i t h 
parents h a d become s u c h a n i m p o r t a n t par t of m y practice a n d s u c h a n i m -
p o r t a n t par t of w h o I w a s as a teacher that I felt it w a s essential to c o n -
t inue that w o r k . I f i r m l y b e l i e v e d I s h o u l d not s ingle out F irs t N a t i o n s 
fami l ies b y v i s i t i n g o n l y o n the Reserve. The benefits of a p o s i t i v e w o r k i n g 
r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n parent a n d teacher were i m p o r t a n t for a l l s tudents 
( C a i r n e y & M u n s i e , 1992). 
I t a l k e d about m y h o m e v i s i t a t i o n idea w i t h m y p r i n c i p a l a n d t o l d h i m 
I w a s just g o i n g to i n t r o d u c e m y s e l f as I w a s n e w to the school a n d c o m -
m u n i t y . I t h e n sent a letter h o m e w i t h each s tudent a n n o u n c i n g m y inten-
t ions to d r o p b y for a br ief v i s i t to i n t r o d u c e mysel f . I i n f o r m e d parents I 
w o u l d be v i s i t i n g h o m e s after school d u r i n g the first par t of September . I 
n o t e d that a n y parents w h o w o u l d be m o r e comfor tab le m a k i n g a n a p -
p o i n t m e n t for m e to d r o p b y c o u l d d o so b y i n d i c a t i n g convenient t imes 
for poss ib le meet ings o n the letter. A l s o , any famil ies w h o w e r e u n c o m -
fortable w i t h m y v i s i t i n g their h o m e c o u l d arrange to meet me at school . I 
e n d e d the letter b y s a y i n g that if the note w a s not r e t u r n e d or if n o prefer-
ence w a s g i v e n , I w o u l d assume it w o u l d be o k a y for m e to d r o p b y any 
t ime after s c h o o l . 
I w a s p l e a s e d w h e n I rece ived o n l y four notes a s k i n g for a m e e t i n g at 
s choo l . Three parents I encountered b y chance at the school . T h e r e m a i n -
i n g 16 f a m i l i e s w e l c o m e d m e to their homes . E v e r y v is i t w a s a p o s i t i v e ex-
perience as parents w e r e receptive, p leased, a n d c u r i o u s about m y 
intent ions . I w a s fortunate to be able to v i s i t a l l the parents of m y 
M i ' k m a q s tudents , a n d a c o u p l e of fami l ies assured m e I w a s the first 
teacher w h o h a d ever v i s i t e d their h o m e o n the Reserve. M a n y w e r e inter-
ested to hear about m y w o r k i n other A b o r i g i n a l c o m m u n i t i e s . 
M y sense of h o w I w a s perce ived b y the famil ies I v i s i t e d , b o t h o n a n d 
off Reserve , w a s one of a n educator w h o a p p r o a c h e d teaching c h i l d r e n di f -
ferent ly . T h o s e f irst v is i ts w e r e a c u r i o s i t y for m a n y parents w h o , I a m 
sure, w o n d e r e d about m y m o t i v e s a n d perhaps w h a t it w a s I i n t e n d e d to 
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a c c o m p l i s h . In fact at the e n d of the school year, I h a d an o p p o r t u n i t y to 
discuss this w i t h a m o t h e r w i t h w h o m I h a d d e v e l o p e d a p o s i t i v e a n d o n -
g o i n g w o r k i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p over that first s chool year . I r e m e m b e r her 
exact w o r d s as w e ref lected on o u r i n i t i a l encounter at her h o m e , " W e d i d 
not k n o w w h a t to m a k e of y o u . W e thought y o u were c o m i n g a r o u n d to 
f i n d out h o w w e l i v e d . " 
Unpacking Bill's Story of Home Visits 
A s a teacher of A b o r i g i n a l y o u t h , B i l l w i s h e d to f i n d a w a y to access a n d h o n o r 
A b o r i g i n a l parents ' k n o w l e d g e . H e w a n t e d a closer w o r k i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p , a 
poss ib le p a r t n e r s h i p , b e t w e e n parents of his students a n d h imse l f . H e w a n t e d 
to create a p lace of c o m f o r t , trust , a n d re la t ionsh ip be tween h i m s e l f a n d 
A b o r i g i n a l parents w i t h w h o m he w o r k e d , b e l i e v i n g this w o u l d result i n 
i m p r o v e d p e r f o r m a n c e o n the par t of s tudents a n d w o u l d create a space 
i n t e n t i o n a l l y to i n v i t e a n d a f f i r m A b o r i g i n a l parents ' w a y s of k n o w i n g , be ing , 
a n d d o i n g o n the s c h o o l landscape . H e m a d e a p o i n t of v i s i t i n g the h o m e s of 
h is s tudents i n September w i t h f o l l o w - u p vis i ts t h r o u g h o u t the year i n a n effort 
to b u i l d r e l a t i o n s h i p s a n d par tnersh ips . H e fac i l i ta ted the a c k n o w l e d g m e n t of 
parent v o i c e a n d parent k n o w l e d g e , w h i c h p r o d u c e d e x t r a o r d i n a r y e x p e r i -
ences a n d s i g n i f i c a n t i m p r o v e m e n t s i n s tudents ' per formance . " T h e k e y to 
A b o r i g i n a l i n p u t is not s i m p l y get t ing people to attend meet ings , but exh ib i t -
i n g a true w i l l i n g n e s s o n the part of d e c i s i o n makers to l is ten a n d act o n w h a t 
has been s a i d " (Fr iede l , 1999, p . 155). 
W i t h F r i e d e l ' s (1999) statement i n m i n d , B i l l shares a second story: about a 
M i ' k m a q m o t h e r w h o w e l c o m e d B i l l in to her h o m e . 
Bill's Story of Visiting Dorothy 
H e l e n , a c h i l d f r o m the M i ' k m a q reserve served b y the p u b l i c school 
w h e r e I teach, h a d been d i s p l a y i n g a m a r k e d a v e r s i o n to d a i l y r o u t i n e a n d 
s c h o o l w o r k . I d i s c o v e r e d she w a s p e r f o r m i n g a c a d e m i c a l l y t w o grade 
levels b e l o w g r a d e 4. E v e n after I m a d e major adjustments to her p r o -
g r a m , H e l e n s t i l l d i s p l a y e d a c o m p l e t e lack of interest i n her w o r k . H o w -
ever , w h e n it came to g y m class or f u n act ivit ies i n the c l a s s r o o m , she 
w o u l d par t i c ipate a n d a p p l y herself f u l l y . 
B y the e n d of September I h a d a l ready m a d e t w o vis i ts to H e l e n ' s 
h o m e . T h e first, ear ly i n September , w a s the i n i t i a l i n t r o d u c t o r y meet ing . 
T h e s e c o n d , a l t h o u g h p o s i t i v e , focused o n di f f i cu l t ies H e l e n a n d I w e r e ex-
p e r i e n c i n g i n class. A f t e r the second v is i t I felt a certain leve l of trust w a s 
b e i n g es tab l i shed , a n d H e l e n ' s m o t h e r D o r o t h y w a s v e r y w i l l i n g to dis -
cuss her d a u g h t e r ' s w o r k habits . 
D e s p i t e m y best efforts, b y ear ly O c t o b e r H e l e n ' s d i s r u p t i v e b e h a v i o r 
a n d lack of effort w e r e b e c o m i n g a ser ious p r o b l e m . I m a d e a d e c i s i o n o n 
one p a r t i c u l a r d a y that H e l e n w o u l d not be a l l o w e d to part ic ipate i n free 
t ime a n d f u n act ivi t ies i n the c l a s s r o o m u n t i l she m a d e a n effort to d o 
s o m e a c a d e m i c w o r k that I k n e w she w a s capable of d o i n g . B y the e n d of 
the d a y , H e l e n w a s a n g r y . She t o l d m e as she w a s l e a v i n g , that I w a s a 
m e a n teacher, a n d that she w a s not c o m i n g back to school . 
I d e c i d e d a n i m m e d i a t e h o m e v i s i t w a s necessary. There w a s n o p h o n e 
at H e l e n ' s h o m e so I a r r i v e d o n the doors tep u n a n n o u n c e d s h o r t l y after 
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schoo l . I a s k e d D o r o t h y if I c o u l d come i n , a n d to her credi t she i n v i t e d me 
to sit. I a m sure that w i t h o u t the t w o p r e v i o u s vis i ts I w o u l d not h a v e 
been i n v i t e d to c o m e into her h o m e . It w a s clear to me f r o m her m o m ' s 
glare that H e l e n h a d a l r e a d y e x p l a i n e d her v e r s i o n of the d a y ' s events a n d 
that her m o m h a d a l r e a d y d e c i d e d her d a u g h t e r w o u l d not be g o i n g to 
s c h o o l the next d a y . 
D o r o t h y w a s upse t b u t reserved. W h i l e she w o r k e d i n the k i t chen , I sat 
at the table a n d e x p l a i n e d m y perspect ive o n H e l e n ' s b e h a v i o r a n d at-
t i tude since m y last v i s i t a n d i n p a r t i c u l a r the d i f f i cul t ies of that d a y . I 
e n d e d m y t e l l i n g w i t h the c o m m e n t that I w a s w o r r i e d about H e l e n a n d 
v e r y c o n c e r n e d that she w a s g o i n g to miss s choo l . I asked D o r o t h y if she 
h a d a n y ideas about h o w I c o u l d h e l p her c h i l d h a v e p o s i t i v e experiences 
i n the c l a s s r o o m . 
T o this p o i n t D o r o t h y h a d said v e r y l itt le. F i n a l l y , w i t h m y ques t ion 
her i n p u t began , not w i t h a r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n of H e l e n ' s b e h a v i o r or w i t h 
b e r a t i n g m e , b u t w i t h the f o l l o w i n g c o m m e n t , " H e l e n w i l l not w e a r her 
glasses to s c h o o l . " I h a d not k n o w n H e l e n r e q u i r e d glasses. I r e s p o n d e d 
b y s u g g e s t i n g I m o v e her desk closer to the front of the class a n d that to-
gether w e w o r k o n f i n d i n g w a y s to encourage H e l e n to w e a r her glasses. 
T h i s w a s agreed to b y H e l e n ' s m o t h e r . H e r next sugges t ion w a s that 
H e l e n m i g h t w o r k h a r d e r if she w a s s i t t ing bes ide her n e i g h b o r h o o d 
f r i e n d Jessie. T o this I r e a d i l y agreed. 
D u r i n g the next 30 m i n u t e s of o u r c o n v e r s a t i o n w e d iscussed H e l e n ' s 
w o r k habits a n d h o w I m a n a g e d m y c l a s s r o o m . H e l e n w a s ca l led out to 
jo in us , w h i c h she d i d re luc tant ly . M y v is i t e n d e d w i t h D o r o t h y a s s u r i n g 
m e that H e l e n w o u l d be i n class the next d a y . She m a d e it clear to her 
d a u g h t e r i n f ront of m e that she expected a g o o d effort f r o m H e l e n the 
next d a y . She t h e n l o o k e d at m e a n d s a i d , "Please te l l me if she is not 
d o i n g her w o r k . " I t h a n k e d D o r o t h y , sa id g o o d b y e to H e l e n , a n d left the 
m e e t i n g f e e l i n g v e r y p o s i t i v e about w h a t h a d t r a n s p i r e d . 
T h e next d a y I rece ived a short but w o n d e r f u l note f r o m H e l e n ' s 
m o t h e r that s i m p l y s a i d , " M r . M u r p h y , c o u l d y o u please let H e l e n stay i n 
for recess t o d a y , she has a c o l d a n d thank y o u for c o m i n g to o u r house 
y e s t e r d a y . " W h e n I read the note, I exper ienced an intense fee l ing of ap-
p r e c i a t i o n a n d sat isfact ion. I c o u l d not h e l p but bel ieve that this w a s a s ig -
n i f i cant event i n the p a r t n e r s h i p b e g i n n i n g to d e v e l o p be tween H e l e n ' s 
m o t h e r a n d m e . H e l e n w o r k e d m u c h better that d a y , a n d I w r o t e a p o s i -
t ive note a b o u t h e r w o r k , s h o w e d it to her, a n d sent it h o m e to her mother . 
O v e r the course of the school year H e l e n p e r f o r m e d v e r y w e l l . W e cer-
ta in ly h a d d a y s that w e r e less p r o d u c t i v e than I pre fer red , a n d I d i d have 
to m a k e the occas ional f o l l o w - u p v is i t . G o o d w o r k w a s often a c k n o w l -
e d g e d w i t h a p o s i t i v e note h o m e , a n d H e l e n began to see herself as a 
learner as she started to m a k e s igni f i cant gains i n her sk i l l s a n d abi l i t ies . 
Unpacking Bill's Story of Visiting Dorothy 
U n t i l the m o m e n t B i l l w e n t to see H e l e n ' s mother , this f a m i l y d i d not have 
m u c h i n f l u e n c e or vo ice w h e n it came to the s tructure of H e l e n ' s d a i l y s c h o o l 
w o r k or m u c h o p p o r t u n i t y to be a s u p p o r t for H e l e n i n the c l a s s r o o m or the 
schoo l . In p r e v i o u s years the o n l y c o m m u n i c a t i o n h o m e w a s i n the f o r m of 
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letters t e l l i n g of H e l e n ' s detent ions or suspens ions . T h e message i n these letters 
w a s of ten " H e l e n needs to c o n f o r m to school expectat ions . " D o r o t h y w a s not 
i n v i t e d to be present w h e n a n y dec is ions w e r e m a d e about H e l e n or H e l e n ' s 
p r o g r a m . D o r o t h y w a s not i n v i t e d to the school except t h r o u g h general p u b l i c 
i n v i t a t i o n s . 
In B i l l ' s v i s i t to H e l e n ' s h o m e D o r o t h y ' s k n o w l e d g e w a s w e l c o m e d , v a l u e d , 
a n d i n c o r p o r a t e d in to d a i l y p l a n n i n g . D o r o t h y w a s g i v e n a voice . D e c i s i o n s 
re lated to c rea t ing a m o r e p o s i t i v e c l a s s r o o m e n v i r o n m e n t for H e l e n were 
m a d e c o l l a b o r a t i v e l y w i t h D o r o t h y . R e s p o n s i b i l i t y for H e l e n ' s future actions i n 
the c l a s s r o o m w a s s h a r e d . D o r o t h y shared p o w e r w i t h B i l l a n d exerted a 
degree of c o n t r o l o v e r w h a t h a p p e n e d the next d a y i n the c lassroom. 
T h e chance to par t i c ipa te a n d contr ibute ideas a n d k n o w l e d g e about H e l e n , 
B i l l be l ieves , e m p o w e r e d D o r o t h y a n d i n f l u e n c e d H e l e n i n terms of her recog-
n i t i o n that teacher a n d m o t h e r w e r e w o r k i n g together for her benefit . 
In a l t e r i n g the re la t ionsh ips be tween teacher, s tudent , a n d parent , H e l e n 
b e g a n to b e c o m e success ful i n schoo l . H e l e n k n e w her m o t h e r a n d teacher 
w e r e i n c o m m u n i c a t i o n . H e l e n began to trust that the teacher k n e w w h a t he 
w a s d o i n g , a n d because her m o t h e r h a d a p e r s o n a l re la t ionsh ip w i t h B i l l a n d 
s u p p o r t e d h i m , it w a s a l l r i g h t for H e l e n to trust the teacher, to engage i n d a i l y 
tasks, a n d to b e c o m e a par t of the l e a r n i n g c o m m u n i t y . The e m p o w e r m e n t of 
her m o t h e r — h e r i n f l u e n c e a n d v o i c e — m o t i v a t e d H e l e n to w o r k h a r d e r a n d 
cooperate w i t h the teacher. The p o w e r d i d not rest w i t h B i l l a lone; p o w e r w a s 
s h a r e d b e t w e e n m o t h e r a n d teacher w o r k i n g i n concert to mot iva te a n d s u p -
p o r t H e l e n . R e a l changes i n s c h o o l w i l l o n l y b e g i n to take place w h e n re la t ion-
s h i p s of p o w e r b e g i n to change , that is, w h e n the voices of parents a n d the 
c o m m u n i t y are h e a r d a n d the d i r e c t i o n of the s c h o o l reflects the va lues of a l l 
( C u m m i n s , 1986). 
Conclusion: Creating a New Story of Aboriginal Parent Participation 
B i l l ' s h o m e vis i t s g i v e us a n e w story of parenta l p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n w h i c h roles, 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , p o w e r , a n d contro l are shared b y parents , educators , a n d s tu-
dents . W e are h o p e f u l that stories l ike this w i l l replace the current s tory 
t h r o u g h w h i c h parenta l i n v o l v e m e n t is b e i n g l i v e d . T o create n e w stories i n 
w h i c h parents are p o s i t i o n e d i n in tegra l w a y s o n the school landscape , it is 
i m p o r t a n t that w e at tend c o n s c i o u s l y to beliefs that shape these stories. 
"Parents m u s t not be i n v o l v e d s i m p l y to f u l f i l the school 's p u r p o s e s " (Ca i r -
ney & M u n s i e , 1992, p . 34). In s p e a k i n g of Epste in ' s (1995) m o d e l for s choo l -
h o m e - c o m m u n i t y p a r t n e r s h i p s , w e express concern that a l t h o u g h w e are 
e n g a g e d as parent par t i c ipants i n o u r c h i l d r e n ' s schools i n a l l the w a y s E p s t e i n 
out l ines , w e s t i l l d o not feel l i k e partners w i t h o u r c h i l d r e n ' s teachers a n d 
a d m i n i s t r a t o r s . W e be l ieve that the u n i d i r e c t i o n a l nature of schools ' agendas is 
the reason for this . U n t i l the a g e n d a becomes rec iproca l a n d w e b e g i n to 
e x p l o r e h o w b o t h schools a n d fami l ies can benefit f r o m parenta l p a r t i c i p a t i o n , 
w e w i l l be caught i n r e l i v i n g the " o l d s t o r y " of parents , just i n n e w w a y s . In 
H e l e n ' s s tory the school ' s a g e n d a w a s served i n that H e l e n d e v e l o p e d in to a 
s tudent w h o p e r f o r m e d better a n d w a s less d i s r u p t i v e . The f a m i l y ' s agenda 
w a s also s e r v e d i n that H e l e n d e v e l o p e d in to someone w h o began to see herself 
as capable a n d as a learner, a n d D o r o t h y h a d a voice i n the k i n d of learner 
H e l e n became. 
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" T h e s tar t ing p o i n t for parent p r o g r a m s m u s t be a sense of p a r t n e r s h i p , of 
accept ing that each has m u c h to learn f r o m the o t h e r " ( C a i r n e y & M u n s i e , 1992, 
p . 34). I n s p e a k i n g of the need to chal lenge m y t h s that are c u r r e n t l y h e l d b y 
educators a b o u t parents , w e ques t ioned the p r i v i l e g i n g of experts ' k n o w i n g 
o v e r parents ' k n o w i n g , a n d i n p a r t i c u l a r A b o r i g i n a l parents ' k n o w i n g . W h e n 
w e l o o k at B i l l ' s h o m e v i s i t to H e l e n ' s mother , w e see that b o t h B i l l a n d 
D o r o t h y w e r e h o l d e r s of k n o w l e d g e . B i l l h a d k n o w l e d g e of the c u r r i c u l u m 
c o n t i n u u m a n d w h e r e H e l e n w a s i n re lat ion to this c o n t i n u u m . D o r o t h y h a d 
k n o w l e d g e of H e l e n ' s h i s t o r y as a s tudent , the i m p o r t a n c e of her re la t ionsh ip 
w i t h her n e i g h b o r h o o d f r i e n d Jessie, a n d the need for H e l e n to w e a r eyeglas-
ses. B i l l ' s " e x p e r t " teacher k n o w l e d g e c o m b i n e d w i t h D o r o t h y ' s parent k n o w -
ledge h e l p e d to d e t e r m i n e the e n v i r o n m e n t i n w h i c h H e l e n w o u l d become a 
successful learner a n d w h a t w o u l d mot iva te her to part ic ipate i n class. 
T h r o u g h s h a r i n g w h a t they k n e w a n d u n d e r s t o o d , they a r r i v e d at so lut ions 
that ne i ther c o u l d h a v e d e t e r m i n e d alone. 
" T h e o v e r r i d i n g p u r p o s e m u s t be to b r i n g about p o s i t i v e . . . benefits for 
c h i l d r e n " ( C a i r n e y & M u n s i e , 1992, p . 34). A l t h o u g h w e speak of rec iproc i ty 
a n d the n e e d for a n a g e n d a that serves b o t h schools a n d fami l ies , w e keep 
c h i l d r e n centra l i n o u r t h i n k i n g . A l t h o u g h w e recognize that a s igni f i cant 
p u r p o s e of s c h o o l i n g is to i m p r o v e s tudent achievement , w e s t r o n g l y bel ieve 
that this p u r p o s e is best a c h i e v e d i n contextual a n d re la t ional w a y s that reflect 
a n d b u i l d f r o m k n o w l e d g e a n d practices of c o m m u n i t i e s , cul tures , a n d 
fami l ies that c o m p r i s e the school . The benefits for H e l e n i n her grade 4 year 
w e r e greater because B i l l w o r k e d a longs ide D o r o t h y i n d e t e r m i n i n g w h a t 
strategies w o u l d engage H e l e n . T h e school 's agenda of i m p r o v e d s tudent 
a c h i e v e m e n t a n d b e h a v i o r w a s at tended to, as w a s the f a m i l y ' s a g e n d a of 
h a v i n g a v o i c e a n d a par t i n s h a p i n g the k i n d of learner H e l e n w a s to become. 
" A l l strategies m u s t c o n s i d e r the needs of p a r e n t s " ( C a i r n e y & M u n s i e , 
1992, p . 34). W e m e n t i o n above the b l a m i n g a n d s h a m i n g of parents that often 
occurs w h e n they d o not attend school events or meet ings ; w h e n they d o not 
parent i n w a y s that meet o u r w h i t e , m i d d l e - c l a s s expectat ions; w h e n they d o 
not at tend to their c h i l d r e n ' s h o m e w o r k or persona l care as w e expect. W e note 
that educators o f ten m a k e j u d g m e n t s at these m o m e n t s rather t h a n ask ques-
t ions. W h a t d o w e l e a r n w h e n w e seek u n d e r s t a n d i n g b y a s k i n g quest ions 
about the whys b e h i n d parents ' decis ions? W h a t d o w e learn w h e n w e b e g i n to 
l o o k c lose ly at w h o the parents are, at w h a t they see a n d k n o w , at w h a t they 
can contr ibute? In H e l e n ' s s tory B i l l w e n t to H e l e n ' s h o m e . H e ta lked w i t h 
D o r o t h y as she c o n t i n u e d to prepare d i n n e r . H e to ld of the d a y he a n d H e l e n 
h a d h a d a n d asked D o r o t h y for he lp i n f i g u r i n g out w h a t to d o next. H e d i d not 
ask her to p u t as ide w h a t she w a s d o i n g to come to the sc ho o l ; he d i d not 
d i s r u p t the r h y t h m of their f a m i l y ' s e v e n i n g ; he d i d not i m p o s e h is j u d g m e n t s 
or s o l u t i o n s o n H e l e n or her mother . B i l l ' s h o m e v i s i t a t tended to D o r o t h y as a 
p e r s o n a n d as a n i m p o r t a n t p a r t i c i p a n t i n H e l e n ' s s c h o o l i n g . 
" A l l in i t ia t ives s h o u l d lead parents to assume greater i n v o l v e m e n t i n their 
c h i l d r e n ' s l e a r n i n g " ( C a i r n e y & M u n s i e , 1992, p . 34). G i v e n the p r i v i l e g i n g of 
expert p r o f e s s i o n a l k n o w l e d g e , c o m b i n e d w i t h in f requent ly s c h e d u l e d o p p o r -
tunit ies to meet w i t h parents , teachers of ten take c o n t r o l of the a g e n d a at M e e t 
the Teacher n ights , at parent-teacher conferences, or i n meet ings w i t h parents . 
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In s u c h m o m e n t s teachers o v e r v i e w c u r r i c u l u m , report o n s tudent progress , or 
share concerns about s tudent l e a r n i n g or b e h a v i o r , w i t h little t ime p r o v i d e d for 
parents ' v o i c e or i n p u t . In B i l l ' s h o m e v is i t w i t h H e l e n ' s mother , B i l l asked 
D o r o t h y if she h a d a n y ideas about h o w he c o u l d h e l p H e l e n h a v e p o s i t i v e 
experiences i n the c l a s s r o o m . T h i s w a s the first of a n u m b e r of exchanges over 
the course of the s c h o o l year that created an o p p o r t u n i t y for D o r o t h y to be 
m o r e k n o w l e d g e a b l e about a n d m o r e i n v o l v e d i n s h a p i n g her daughter ' s 
c l a s s r o o m experiences . 
" W h e r e v e r poss ib le , parent expertise and k n o w l e d g e s h o u l d be u s e d " 
( C a i r n e y & M u n s i e , 1992, p . 34). W h e n w e advocate for u s i n g parents ' k n o w -
ledge , w e are not d o w n p l a y i n g the i m p o r t a n c e of teachers' k n o w l e d g e or 
s u g g e s t i n g that it be replaced w i t h parents ' k n o w l e d g e . W e be l ieve that teach-
ers h o l d p r o f e s s i o n a l k n o w l e d g e about teaching a n d l e a r n i n g that arises f r o m 
their e d u c a t i o n a n d their experience. A t the same t ime, w e bel ieve that parents 
h o l d p e r s o n a l , prac t i ca l k n o w l e d g e ( C o n n e l l y & C l a n d i n i n , 1988) of t eaching 
a n d l e a r n i n g that arises f r o m their experience of l i v i n g w i t h c h i l d r e n . W h a t 
interests us is e x p l o r i n g poss ib i l i t ies for l a y i n g parent k n o w l e d g e a longs ide 
that of teachers. D o r o t h y ' s k n o w l e d g e of the i m p o r t a n c e of H e l e n ' s re la -
t i o n s h i p w i t h Jessie a n d of the need for H e l e n to w e a r her glasses w a s k n o w -
ledge B i l l d i d not have : k n o w l e d g e that w h e n acted o n m a d e a di f ference to 
H e l e n ' s c o m f o r t a n d success i n s c h o o l . 
In the l i v i n g a n d t e l l i n g of B i l l ' s stories, w e b e g i n to see the emergence of a 
n e w story of parents i n re la t ion to the landscape of schools . W e see h o w as 
B i l l ' s contact w i t h parents became a n i m p o r t a n t par t of his practice a n d a n 
in tegra l par t of w h o he is as a teacher, his sense of ident i ty as a teacher c h a n g e d . 
W i t h this shif t i n i d e n t i t y , a n d w i t h the d e v e l o p m e n t of c o n s c i o u s l y h e l d 
bel iefs , w e see h o w B i l l sh i f ted the l i v i n g out of a u n i d i r e c t i o n a l a n d h i e r a r c h i -
cal s c h o o l a g e n d a to the l i v i n g out of a n agenda i n re la t ionsh ip w i t h parents i n 
r e c i p r o c a l l y benef i c ia l w a y s . A s B i l l came to k n o w w h a t parents c o u l d b r i n g to 
s c h o o l i n g , he created space for their voices to be heard a n d their k n o w l e d g e to 
be acted o n i n dec i s ions about their c h i l d r e n ' s teaching a n d l e a r n i n g . A s w e 
c o n t i n u e to retel l a n d re l ive B i l l ' s stories, w e begin to i m a g i n e w h a t other 
stories m i g h t be t o l d on the landscape of schools if educators w e r e to w r i t e 
parents ' k n o w l e d g e a n d parents ' place a n d voice o n the school landscape , into 
their p lo t l ines. 
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